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QUALITY SEED PRODUCTION AND USE 
Garry D. Lacefield 
Extension Forage Specialist 
Quality seed is an important consideration and investment in 
an efficient alfalfa program. Farmers who depend on alfalfa need 
to be certain that the seed they purchase is of high quality. High 
quality seed means it must be free of noxious weeds, have a purity 
of 99.5 percent, a germination of approximately 90 percent or 
higher and be seed that is true to the variety stated. 
PRODUCTION 
Before 1948, over 80 percent of the alfalfa seed was produced 
in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountain states. This was mostly 
uncertified, common seed, with only the origin stated. It was 
discovered in the late 1940's that alfalfa seed could be grown 
outside its area of use without reducing it's producing ability or 
changing its characteristics. If properly controlled and certi-
fied, high quality seed could be produced that was identical gene-
tically to the original variety. By the early 1950's, California 
was producing approximately 50 percent of the total U.S. crop and 
by the mid-1960's other far-western states such as Idaho, Washing-
ton, Oregon and Nevada had joined the production picture as impor-
tant sources of high quality seed. These five western states now 
produce over 80 percent of the total RS. production of 120 to 160 
million pounds annually, 
The production of high quality alfalfa seed involves several 
key or fundamental practices that have contributed to a shift in 
production to the irrigated valleys of the western United States. 
The most important of these include: 
1. Adequate Pollination - Western seed growers know that 
pollinating bees are absolutely essential to a successful-
profitable seed crop. 
2. Insect Control - Insects that damage flowers and seed must 
be controlled. 
3. Adequate and timely irrigation practices. 
4. Adequate Management Practices - Planting in rows at a low 
seeding rate, controlling weeds and timely harvest manage-
ment are important principles for successful seed produc-
tion. 
5. Varieties with high seed yield potential. 
6. A rain-free climate during seed maturation and harvest. 
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Successful seed growers have learned to integrate these and other 
practices into a "system" that will result in quality seed produc-
tion. 
From pre-establishment through production, harvest, process-
ing, storage and marketing various seed and regulatory agencies 
maintain quality control through many inspections and tests to 
insure the user that the product is high quality. 
QUALITY SEED USE 
For alfalfa to reach its full productiveness requires many 
carefully planned and timely executed management decisions. One of 
the most critical, and certainly the most basic, is in choosing the 
best possible seed. High quality western-grown alfalfa seed has 
provided the base for a forage acreage averaging 27 million acres 
nationwide over the last ten years. Alfalfa forms the forage base 
for the dairy industry in the United States and is also used exten-
sively by beef cattle, horses, and sheep. 
A general recommendation in all our publications and presenta-
tions on alfalfa is "select high quality certified seed of an 
adapted-proven variety". We, of course, believe this to be a very 
sound agronomic-economic recommendation. It is not, however, an 
easy thing to do with the many good varieties presently on the 
market. Essentially, every major seed company that has an alfalfa 
program has one or more alfalfa breeders working diligently to 
improve alfalfa. This past year there were over forty new alfalfa 
varieties approved by the "National Alfalfa Review Board". With an 
increasing number of good varieties on the market, producers should 
determine their needs and invest the necessary time in selecting 
and obtaining a variety or varieties that has the potential to make 
a positive contribution to their alfalfa program. 
Poor seed is never a bargain; cheap seed is rarely a bargain. 
Seed dealers often tell me they carry a cheaper variety because 
producers request it. Producers often indicate "Buffalo" has al-
ways done a good job for me and it is .always cheaper. 
Yield data from the University of Kentucky Alfalfa Variety 
Test comparing "Buffalo" with the average of the top five varieties 
show the following: 
Table 1. Dry Matter Yields of "Buffalo" and Average 
Yield of Top Five Varieties at Lexington (5 year 
total) 
Variety 
Buffalo 
Top Five (Average) 
DM Yield 
31.15 
33.67 
Difference 
Ton/A 
+ 2.52 
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Table 2. Estimated Price Per Pound, Seed Cost and Annual Seed 
Cost of Buffalo and Top Five Varieties. 
Seed Annual Cost dif-
Varieties Price!l b. Cost/ A 1 Seed Cost 2 ference/yr 
Buffalo 
Top Five 
1. 50 
2.50 
22.50 
37.50 
4. 50 
7-50 +3.00 
15 II/ A 2cost/year for five years 
Table 1 shows over the five years, 81-85, the top five varie-
ties had an average increased yield of 2.52 T/Ac. Some additional 
cost would be involved in harvesting and handling the extra yield. 
This cost would not be high since we were already going over the 
field for all harvest operations. All plots were managed the same, 
ie. uniform fertilization, weed and insect control. Assuming 
$60.00/T, the top five varieties produced (60 x 2.52) $151.20 more 
per acre over the five years, or an average of $30.24/year. If we 
subtract the $3.00/year extra cost of seed, that still leaves 
(30.24 - 3.00) $27.24/year advantage for using higher yielding 
varieties. 
Table 3 summarizes results from both Lexington and Princeton 
from 1977 through 1985. 
SUMMARY 
Table 3. 
Number 1 
Location 
Princeton 
Lexington 
Princeton 
Lexington 
Princeton 
Lexington 
Yield Difference Between "Buffalo" and 
Variety in Kentucky Alfalfa Variety Trials. 
Years 
81-85 
81-85 
82-85 
82-85 
77-82 
77-82 
Number Rank Difference 
of of Between Buffalo 
Entries Buffalo & Number 1 
20 
41 
36 
44 
25 
25 
15 
38 
32 
42 
22 
21 
Tons Hay/A 
1. 32 
2.82 
2. 72 
2. 49 
3-31 
2.61 
University of Kentucky Progress Report 295 
The Alfalfa Seed Industry has and will continue to provide 
producers with high quality Certified Seed. Improvements in 
alfalfa breeding will continue to provide improved varieties. 
Careful consideration should be given to selecting a variety or 
varieties for your farm. Many factors such as yield, persistence 
and pest resistence must be considered. Price of seed should 
certainly be considered, but should not be the only consideration. 
As shown in the data above, cost of seed is a very small investment 
in alfalfa production when considered over the life of the stand. 
In this example, we saved $3.00/year in seed cost only to lose a 
potential $30.24/year in extra hay production. 
